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HOLD ON TO YOUR PANTALOMS...EMIL FANS! 


When Emil first approached me with the outline for this 
book, my first response was more attune to “Haven’t we 
beat that dog (the War) enough?” and | went on to 
express my earnest opinion that most regular readers are 
well aware of wartime experiences and in how we 
declared our own peace treaty with the German Empire, 
left the war and went to live in Paris for almost two years. 
As such, | was not much interested in us publishing yet 
another drawn out retelling of our adventures even 
though the art work was rather interesting... 

Of course, this was not what Emil wanted to hear and 
again, he took like total offence to what he referred to as 
WWWG’s (socialist/communist) censorship into his 
creative expression(s). 

After a series of rather drawn out telex messages with 
Emil it was clear that this was not going to end well, | cut 
a deal with Emil’s Ego by saying that | liked the art but, he 
needed to tell a different story...as NO one would buy yet 
the 20" retelling of our personal war stories... 

This is what he came up with...a collection random 
stories and antidotes from what was going on around our 
own personal journey. This is a rather interesting 
collection of other thoughts, outlooks and some rather 
interesting side-bar conversations. Hope that you agree? 
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War is NOT glorious nor is it the grand adventure that it 
seems only so in its retelling by the old who survived and 
whose stories only seem to be that way with the sheer 
passage of many of years...generations, here. 

It was/is sheer terror, confusion and a willingness to do 
whatever it takes to survive. 

Only those who have never taken a life in order to save 
their own, who have never seen masses of silent corpses 
numbering in the tens of thousands scattered all about in 
a field of what had been poppies (Flanders) and those 
who had ONLY stood at the battle's edge where they 
risked little or none; can they now brag about their 
participation in what had become a mass, industrial 
slaughter of those only guilty of seeking release from the 
prison of their Middlelands’ Factories or mindless work 
as a clerk or lusting for a grand adventure... 

Those who have, they do understand of what | say... 

As our Sub-Sargent was so found of saying and explaining 
to the raw recruits we often received to replaced our 
fallen... 

"| seek not to discover who was righteous nor those who 
were sinners...| leave that to God...our mission is to 
deliver them up for God's Judgement...do your duty...if 
you don't kill, you will be killed...and you will need to 
explain that to God...by yourself!" 
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MARCH INTO BELGIUM 


At the end of July, 1914, our garrison at Koblenz 
was feverishly agitated. Part of our men were 
seized by an indescribable enthusiasm; others 
became subject to a feeling of great depression. 
The declaration of war was in the air. 

| belonged to those who were depressed. 

For | was doing my second year of military service 
and was to leave the barracks in six weeks’ time. 
Instead of the long wished-for return home war 
was facing me... 

Our sapper battalion had been in feverish activity 
five days before the mobilization; work was being- 
pushed on day and night. 

Moreover, there was the suspicious amiability of 
the officers and sergeants, which excluded any 
doubt that any one might still have had. 

Officers who had never before replied to the salute 
of a private soldier now did so with the utmost 
attention. 

Cigars and beer were distributed in those days by 
the officers with great, uncommon liberality, so that 
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it was not surprising that many soldiers were 
scarcely ever sober and did not realize the 
seriousness of the situation. 

But there were also others. 

There were soldiers who also in those times of 
good-humour and the grinning comradeship of 
officer and soldier could not forget that in military 
service they had often been degraded to the level 
of brutes, and who now thought with bitter feelings 
that an opportunity might perhaps be offered in 
order to settle accounts. 

The order of mobilization became known on the 1st 
of August, and the following day was decided upon 
as the real day of mobilization. 

But without awaiting the arrival of the reserves we 
left our garrison town on August 1st. 

Who was to be our "enemy" we did not know; 
Russia was for the present the only country against 
which war had been declared? 

We marched through the streets of the town to the 
station between crowds of people numbering many 
thousands. 
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Flowers were thrown at us from every window; 
everybody wanted to shake hands with the 
departing soldiers. 

All the people, even soldiers, were weeping. 
Many marched arms in arm with their wife or 
sweetheart. 

The music played songs of leave-taking. 

People cried and sang at the same time. 

Entire strangers, men and women, embraced and 
kissed each other; men embraced men and kissed 
each other. 

It was a real witches’ sabbath of emotion; like a 
wild torrent, that emotion carried away the whole 
assembled humanity. 

Nobody, not even the strongest and most 
determined spirit, could resist that ebullition of 
feeling. 

But all that was surpassed by the taking leave at the 
station, which we reached after a short march. 
Here final adieus had to be said, here the 
separation had to take place. 
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| shall never forget that leave-taking, however old | 
may grow to be. 

Desperately many women clung to their men; some 
had to be removed by force. 

Just as if they had suddenly had a vision of the fate 
of their beloved ones, as if they were beholding the 
silent graves in foreign lands in which those poor 
nameless ones were to be buried, they sought to 
cling fast to their possession, to retain what already 
no longer belonged to them. 

Finally, that, too, was over. 

We had entered a train that had been kept ready, 
and had made ourselves comfortable in our cattle- 
trucks. 

Darkness had come, and we; had no light in our 
comfortable sixth-class carriages. 

The train moved slowly down the Rhine, it went 
along without any great shaking, and some of us 
were seized by a worn-out feeling after those days 
of great excitement. 

Most of the soldiers lay with their heads on their 
knapsacks and slept. 
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Others again tried to pierce the darkness as if 
attempting to look into the future; still others drew 
stealthily a photo out of their breast-pocket, and 
only a very small number of us spent the time by 
debating our point of destination. 

Where are we going to? 

Well, where? 

Nobody knew it. 

At last, after long, infinitely long hours the train 
came to a stop. 

After a night of quiet, slow riding we were at — Aix- 
la-Chapelle! 

At Aix-la-Chapelle! 

What were we doing at Aix-la-Chapelle? 

We did not know, and the officers only shrugged 
their shoulders when we asked them. 

After a short interval the journey proceeded, and 
on the evening of the 2nd of August we reached a 
farm in the neighborhood of the German and 
Belgian frontier, near Herbesthal. 

Here our company was quartered in a barn. 
Nobody knew what our business was at the Belgian 
frontier. 
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In the afternoon of the 3rd of August reservists 
arrived, and our company was brought to its war 
strength. 

We had still no idea concerning the purpose of our 
being sent to the Belgian frontier, and that evening 
we lay down on our bed of straw with a forced 
tranquility of mind. 

Something was sure to happen soon, to deliver us 
from that oppressive uncertainty. 

How few of us thought that for many it would be 
the last night to spend on German soil! 
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THE FIRST ALARM TO BATTLE 


It must have been about 1 AM in the morning when 
there was an alarm to aroused us again, and the 
captain honored us with a company address. 

He told us we were at war with Belgium, that we 
should acquit ourselves as brave soldiers, earn iron 
crosses, and do honour to our German name. ... 
The soldier is told, 

"The Belgian is your enemy," 

and he has to believe it. 

The soldier, the workman in uniform, had not 
known till then who was his enemy. 

If they had told us, 

"The Hollander is your enemy," 

we would have believed that, too; we would have 
been compelled to believe it, and would have shot 
him by order. 

We, the "German citizens in uniform," must not 
have an opinion of our own, must have no thoughts 
of our own, for they give us our enemy and our 
friend according to requirements, according to the 
requirements of their own interests. 
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THE FIRST ALARM TO BATTLE 


The Frenchman, the Belgian, the Italian, is your 
enemy. 

Never mind, shoot as we order, and do not bother 
your head about it. 

About ten minutes later, we had taken up our 
position in the tall grass when we suddenly heard 
rifle shots in front of us. 

Electrified, all of us jumped up and hastened to our 
rifles. 

Then the firing of rifles that was going on at a 
distance of about a mile or a mile and a half began 
steadily to increase in volume. 

We set in motion immediately... 

Though | was aware that we should be in the firing 
line within half an hour, | endeavored-to convince 
myself that our participation in the fight would no 
longer be necessary. 

| clung obstinately, nay, almost convulsively to every 
idea that could strengthen that hope or give me 
consolation. 
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That not every bullet finds its billet; that, as we had 
been told, most wounds in modern wars were 
afflicted by grazing shots which caused slight flesh- 
wounds; those were some of the reiterated self- 
deceptions indulged in against my better 
knowledge. 

And they proved effective. 

It was not only that they made me in fact feel more 
easy; deeply engaged in those thoughts | had 
scarcely observed that we were already quite near 
the firing line. 

We were lying flat on the ground, and fired in the 
direction indicated to us as fast as our rifles would 
allow. 

So far, we had not seen our opponents. 

That, it seemed, was too little interesting to some 
of our soldiers; so, they rose partly, and fired ina 
kneeling position. 

Two men of my company had to pay for their 
curiosity with their lives. 

Almost at one and the same time they were shot 
through the head. 
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The first victim of our group fell down forward 
without uttering a sound; the second threw up his 
arms and fell on his back. 

Both of them were dead instantly. 

Who could describe the feelings that overcome a 
man in the first hail of bullets he is in? 

When we were leaping forward to reach the firing 
line | felt no longer any fear and seemed only to try 
to reach the line as quickly as possible. 

But when looking at the first dead man | was seized 
by a terrible horror. 

For minutes | was perfectly stupefied, had 
completely lost command over myself and was- 
absolutely incapable to think or act. 

| pressed my face and hands firmly against the 
ground, and then suddenly | was seized by an 
irrepressible excitement, took hold of my gun, and 
began to fire away blindly. 

Little after little | quieted down again somewhat, 
nay, | became almost quite confident as if 
everything was normal. 
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Suddenly | found myself content with myself and 
my surroundings, and when a little later the whole 
line was commanded, 

“Leap forward! March, march!" 

| ran forward demented like the others, as if things 
could not be other than what they were. 

It was a hand to hand fight; every kind of weapon 
had to be employed; the opponent was attacked 
with the butt-end of the rifle, the knife, the fist, and 
the teeth. 

One of my best friends fought with a gigantic 
Belgian; both had lost their rifles. 

They were pummeling each other with their fists. 

| had just finished with a Belgian who was about 
twenty-two years of age, and was going to assist my 
friend, as the Herculean Belgian was so much 
stronger than he. 

Suddenly my friend succeeded with a lightning 
motion in biting the Belgian in the chin. 

He bit so deeply that he tore away a piece of flesh 
with his teeth. 
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The pain the Belgian felt must have been immense, 
for he let go his hold and ran off screaming with 
terrible pain. 

All that happened in seconds. 

The blood of the Belgian ran out of my friend's 
mouth; he was seized by a horrible nausea, an 
indescribable terror, the taste of the warm blood 
nearly drove him insane. 

That young, lively fellow of twenty-four had been 
cheated out of his youth in that night. 

He used to be the jolliest among us; after that we 
could never induce him even to smile. 

Whilst fighting during the night | came for the first 
time in touch with the butt-end of a Belgian rifle. 

| had a hand to hand fight with a Belgian when 
another one from behind hit me with his rifle on 
the head with such force that it drove my head into 
the helmet up to my ears. 

| experienced a terrific pain all over my head, 
doubled up, and lost consciousness. 

When | revived | found myself with a bandaged 
head in a barn among other wounded. 
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| had not been severely wounded, but | felt as if my 
head was double its normal size, and there was a 
noise in my ears as of the wheels of an express 
engine. 

We were quite hungry and ate the tinned soup with 
the heartiest of appetites. 

Many of our soldiers were sitting with their dinner- 
pails on the dead horses that were lying about, and 
were eating with such pleasure and heartiness as if 
they were home at mother's. 

Nor did some corpses in the neighborhood of our 
improvised camp seem to overly disturb us. 

There was only a lack of water and after having 
eaten thirst began to torment us. 

We continued our march in the scorching midday 
sun; dust was covering our uniforms and skin to the 
depth of almost an inch. 

We tried in vain to be jolly, but thirst tormented us 
more and more, and we became weaker and 
weaker from one quarter of an hour to another. 
Many in our ranks fell exhausted.... 
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FIRST ATTACK ON THE GERMAN TRENCHES 


It must have been midnight, we were awakened by 
the sudden panic of yet another artillery 
bombardment, which was then beginning. 

Unable to get back to sleep, we arose and began 
preparations ahead of time. 

The order to go forward came at last. 

One by one we moved along the dark, narrow 
trenches leading to the first lines. 

Above our heads was the constant hissing of our big 
shells going ahead of us into the German’s 
trenches. 

Once in the first line we tried to spend the hours of 
waiting as comfortably as we could. 

The dawn came slowly in a haze-filled, moon-like 
landscape the sun rose blood red. 

Through our field glasses, we could discern the grey 
line of trenches which we had been ordered to 
take. 

The effect of our artillery volcanoes could be seen. 
Regularly, almost mathematically, our heavy shells 
dropped on the enemy, demolishing their shelters, 
smashing their wire entanglements, shattering their 
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trenches, and at times, with my field glasses, | could 
see distinctly human limbs scattered into the air. 
The bombardment was growing in intensity. 

It was by now 7 AM. 

Some artillery officers came into my trench in order 
to regulate the precision of the firing, which in the 
end must triumph over all outside obstacles-wire 
entanglements, chevaux-de-frise, the enemy 
trenches. 

In a matter of short time, all was set right and the 
storm of shelling began. 

It is impossible to realize the frightful din of this 
firing, which we call efficacy firing. 

Guns of all calibers sent forth their shells with the 
maximum of rapidity. 

This lasted three hours, three deafening, 
maddening hours. 

In the midst of this storm of steel and fire the 
Brigadier-General arrived with much fanfare and his 
following staff arrived all in polished and ironed 
uniforms that came with privilege not so afforded 
to us here in the mud fields of Northern France. 
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Amazingly as he stepped into the commander’s 
bunker, the guns fell silent as on cue...maybe, they 
were? 

Strutting about like fancy peacocks, shaking a hand 
here and expressing or exchanging a nod there to 
the older veterans; they were one hell of a show! 
He stopped, sized me up and seeing that | was a 
junior officer, stopped and had a few words with 
me. 

He waxed on about the glory of our mission, how it 
was Our moral duty to help protect our French 
Brother’s Homeland and it by doing such, we were 
honoring our King or some other, utter nonsense 
that we had come to expect out of those who 
would never lead us into battle but, from the safety 
of their command bunkers; they would send us to 
die. 

| nodded as if | agreed...What in the Hell else could | 
do? 

It didn’t matter! 

More than likely, we would all be dead in the 
bareness of the killing fields of “No Man’s.” 
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Part of me wanted to take my service pistol and put 
a hole in his brain and let all of us go home... 
Then again, it doesn’t work that way... 

There is no justice, no fairness for any of us out 
here in the mud flats... His kind always live, comes 
out on top and take the glory from our dead 
comrades — who died actually believing the rubbish 
he spouted. 

| merely told him that | was as sure of my men as | 
was of myself and left it at that. 

He seemed satisfied and gave me the hour of 
attack, 10 AM. 

Ten! 

Each one looked at his watch. 

It was 9 AM. 

So, in an hour? 

“Sir, we shall do our duty!” 

"Five minutes to 10! 

In my turn | place myself ready at the foot of my 
ladder. In those last moments thoughts come 
rapidly. 

To this ladder hangs our destiny. 

In the trench there is relative security. 
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What will become of us at the top of these four 
steps? But no one thinks of hesitating. 

It seems that we are about to be grasped by some 
unknown and sublime force. 

| took my revolver in hand and provide myself with 
grenades. 

One minute to 10. 

At this instance comes a rumbling detonation, 
which causes the ground to tremble as if shaken by 
an earthquake. 

Our mines have exploded. 

This is the time. 

“Attention,” | said. 

Forward, children, and God save us all!’ 

This salutation is shouted by all, and | spring on my 
ladder, followed by my soldiers. 

From that moment | was carried on by the 
intoxication of the assault. 

| ran, gesticulating and yelling. | did not see, but 
rather felt, my men close to me, running by my 
side, and, like myself, drunk with a sublime 
intoxication. 

We reach the first German trench. 
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We throw some hand grenades. 

But nothing alive is there. 

Confusedly, in my forward rush, | saw heaps of 
debris and corpses. 

The bombardment had almost levelled the trench. 
Forward, still forward. 

We kept running breathlessly, carried away by the 
strange fascination of victory. 

| went ahead, unconscious of those -who were 
falling by the wayside. 

My intelligence was numbed-a greater force was 
urging me on. 

When we came to the second trench, | noticed that 
our ranks had thinned, but we went on and reached 
the third trench. 

A furious hand-to-hand fight started. 

| unloaded my revolver almost instinctively on a 
German officer who was aiming at me. 

By this time our second wave of assault was joining 
US, 

Suddenly | fell. 

| was alone. 
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Above my head the constant whizzing of bullets; 
near by the significant snorting of a machine gun. 
At first, | was a little stunned, then | tried to rise 
and felt that my right arm moved with difficulty. 
My coat was covered with blood. 

My arm hung inert. 

| felt it. 

| began to understand. 

Wounded, of course. 

But what of my soldiers? 

| raised my head; a bullet struck the ground very 
near. 

| fell back, but | had had time enough to see. 
Nobody in front of me. 

Nobody behind me. 

Corpses all around. 

| was alone, ten yards from the enemy's trench. 
| could see the Germans starting to move in it. 
With my left hand | took my revolver. 

But what was the use of firing left-handed? 

| would miss and they would make an end of me. 
To further advance was impossible. 
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To go back was equally impossible as our defensive 
troops had been ordered to fall any who might have 
sought to retreat and thus, disgrace the General 
and his battle plan of action. 

| knew too well that the Germans are accustomed 
to fire on the wounded. 

Besides, the French trench was too far away. 

The least move would be my death. 

The bullets above my head kept up a fearful hum. 
It seemed that | could not possibly get out of this, 
and, passive, resigned, | flattened myself as much 
as possible against the ground and remained 
motionless. 

But my arm was burning. 

This situation could not last long. If | did not get 
under shelter one of those bullets would surely hit 
me. 

Nearby, within a few yards, a slight rise in the 
ground indicated a possible cavity. 

With great care, without apparent motion, | 
dragged myself there. 

Think of my joy. 
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It was a large funnel, dug out by a German mine, 
and a score of wounded were taking refuge in it. S 
till another effort and | found myself among them. 
The cavity was five or six meters deep and quite 
wide at the opening. 

There came a little calm. 

Time dragged along slowly, very slowly. 

Toward noon a fusillade broke forth in the enemy's 
trench. 

A ray of hope. 

Were the French carrying their attack to the fourth 
trench? 

A man suddenly tumbled into our crater. 

He was one of my own soldiers. He was French. 

He was without his equipment. 

He saw me and, weeping and laughing, embraced 
me. 

| asked him where he came from and why he had 
not his gun, or bayonet, or grenades. 

In a distracted voice he told me his story. 

"After | had been wounded and knocked down, my 
soldiers kept running forward and rushed into the 
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fourth German trench. But their ranks had been 
thinned and there were too few left. They were 
outnumbered; some were killed, others 
disarmed...” 

He told me of this event as he was sharing an 
already ancient story - even though it had just 
happened. 

He continued in a puzzled tone that seemed that 
his mind had yet had time to process the events 
that he was telling about. 

“The latter, a moment after our equipment had 
been taken from us, the Germans told us: We do 
not need you. Get out of here and go back.” 

“My men were stupefied. They could not 
understand. 

Again, they were ordered to leave, and they finally 
stepped out of the trench and started running back 
to the French position. The evil basters then began 
to shoot them from behind. All were killed 
evidently, with the exception of me, | owe my life to 
this crater into which | had the providentially faith 
and good fortune to tumble. 
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Our conversation was hastily silenced by the French 
75's and 105's cannon shells (you could tell each by 
the whistling sound they made in mid-air) began to 
burst again over the German trench. 

We watched the shells - some burst in the air and 
others created a volcanic eruption in their fall. 
They were very near us. 

Towards 9 o'clock, we decided to venture forth. 

By my radio, we agreed upon a Signal to 'be given 
by our machine guns. 

Twice four sharp shots to establish the 
communication. 

Three times three slow shots would indicate that 
we must wait till they came for us. 

Three times three rapid shots would mean that we 
would have to escape by our own means. 

Rockets kept flashing in the night and the machine 
guns would not stop their work. 

We began to fear for the fate of our comrade. 

Yet at last came the signal-three times three rapid 
shots, come back, come back, come back, said the 
French gun. 
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We had to count on ourselves alone. 

Then we decided to crawl toward the lines. 

One by one, at long intervals we left. 

| was compelled to crawl on my back and to 
advance head first towards the French trench. 
The rockets gave me a glimpse of our lines. 

They were some hundred yards beyond. 

| pushed myself along by using my feet, as does a 
man when swimming on his back. 

As soon as a rocket flashed its light, | remained 
motionless, feigning death among the dead. 
Meanwhile the German shells kept falling in rapid 
succession. 

| was covered with earth several times, and once 
roughly handled. 

But now the trench was very near. 

| shouted with all my strength: 

“Lam the Lieutenant of the Seventh Company.” 
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A detonation like thunder, and | inhale the filthy 
fumes of a 5.9 as | cringe against the muddy bank. 
The German heavies have got the road taped to an 
inch. 

Their last shell has pitched on our two M.G. teams, 
sheltering in the ditch on the other side of the road. 
They disappear, and all we can hear are groans so 
terrible they will haunt me forever. 

Mr. Kennison, their officer, stares dazed, looking at 
a mass of blood and earth. 

Another crash, and the woman and her cottage and 
water jars vanish and her pitiful washing hangs ina 
mocking way from her sagging clothes line. 

A bunch of telephone wires falls about us. 

To my bemused brain this is a catastrophe in itself, 
and | curse a Canadian Sapper beside me for not 
attempting to mend them. 

He eyes me vacantly, for he is dead. 

More and more of these huge shells, two of them 
right in our midst. 

Shrieks of agony and groans all round me. 
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lam splashed with blood. 

Surely, | am hit, for my head feels as though a 
battering-ram has struck it. 

But no, | appear not to be, though all about me are 
bits of men and ghastly mixtures of khaki and 
blood. 

The road becomes a perfect shambles. 

For perhaps half a minute a panic ensues, and we 
start to retire down the road. 

But not for long. 

Colonel Shipley stands in the centre of the road, 
blood streaming down his face. 

The gallant Fleming lies at his feet, and the 
Adjutant, Culme-Seymour, stands in a gateway 
calmly lighting a cigarette. 

"Steady, lads," says the Colonel. 

"Steady, Remember the regiment." 

The panic is ended. 
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Now some of us were stretched out asleep on the 
grass, others making preparations for a much- 
needed toilet. Our cooks were preparing a meal, 
and on our right a squad of Sappers were busily 
erecting huts, in which we were to sleep. 

Alas! We never used them. 

As the sun was beginning to sink, this peaceful 
atmosphere was shattered by the noise of heavy 
shell-fire coming from the north-west, which 
increased every minute in volume, while a mile 
away on our right a 42-cm. burst in the heart of the 
stricken city of Ypres. 

As we gazed in the direction of the bombardment, 
where our line joined the French, six miles away, 
we could see in the failing light the flash of shrapnel 
with here and there the light of a rocket. 

But more curious than anything was a low cloud of 
yellow-grey smoke or vapor, and, underlying 
everything, a dull, confused murmuring. 

Suddenly, down the road from the Yser Canal came 
a galloping team of horses, the riders goading on 
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their mounts in a frenzied way; then another and 
another, till the road became a seething mass, with 
a pall of dust over all. 

Plainly something terrible was happening. 

What was it? 

Officers, and Staff Officers, too, stood gazing at the 
scene, awestruck and dumbfounded; for in the 
northly breeze there came a pungent, nauseating 
smell that tickled the throat and made our eyes 
smart. 

The horses and men were still pouring down the 
road, two or three men ona horse, | saw, while 
over the fields streamed mobs of infantry, the 
dusky warriors of French Africa; away went their 
rifles, equipment, even their tunics, that they might 
run the faster. One man came stumbling through 
our lines. 

An officer of ours held him up with levelled 
revolver. 

"What's the matter, you bloody lot of cowards?" 
says he. 
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“The appalling conditions that the average soldier 
experienced during the First World War are almost 
impossible for 21st century society to appreciate. 
Mud, filth, lice, death, disease and macabre 
landscapes were the grotesque realities of the 
frontline, making everyday life, at times, simply 
unbearable. 

On top of this, massed infantry attacks, trench raids 
and incessant artillery barrages, what the German 
officer Ernst Junger referred to as ‘drumfire,’ strained 
the nerves of men to breaking point, as soldiers 
waged a daily battle against the industrially produced 
materiel of modern warfare. 

The idea of moral courage, discussed by Dr Edward 
Madigan and others, lends an insight in to how it was 
possible to endure the muddy hell of the frontlines, 
but nevertheless there was a limit to what men could 
take and for the French, when the communal 
reservoir of moral courage ran dry, the outcome 
would be a tidal wave of overt discontent. 

The British Army was quick to realize that if men were 
kept in the frontlines for too long they rapidly 
became ineffective and accordingly men were 
regularly rotated in and out of the trenches. 
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But it was not the same in the French army, where in 
general, conditions were worse than they were for 
the British and in 1917, after three years of total war, 
something snapped amongst the poilu stationed on 
the Chemin des Dames sector of the Western Front. 
The weather that April was particularly inclement, 
with rain and snow turning the battlefield into the 
typical quagmire of mud, men and materiel so often 
associated with the war. 

These conditions further meant that only a fraction 
(53 out of 392) of the German artillery batteries had 
been identified before the whistles blew. 

As a result, the storm of steel in to which the French 
advanced proved to be almost as costly as the 1st July 
1916 had been to the British. 

The Germans knew exactly what was coming and 
they had prepared for the onslaught by retiring from 
their forward positions, lessening the effect of the 
French bombardment. 

As the barrage rained down, the Germans took 
shelter in the many souterrains that underpinned the 
ridgeline, bracing themselves for the massed infantry 
charge. 
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The 5,000,000 shells that ploughed into their lines 
ultimately did more damage to the French than the 
Germans, churning the ground into a seething mass 
of mud and slime, and when the infantry engaged, 

their rolling barrage proved woefully inadequate, 

falling desperately short and immolating much of the 
advancing French forces before they even breached 
the enemy’s lines. 

As the attack commenced, the Germans appeared 
from their deep sanctuaries, dazed but relatively 
unscathed, and began to strafe the French from the 
rear. It is estimated that the Germans had 100 
machine guns for every kilometer of the battlefield; 
the French didn’t stand a chance. 

At the end of that first day, the French had suffered 
over 40,000 casualties, but despite what had now 
become a forlorn hope, the attacks continued over 
the coming days, during which, in a Herculean effort, 
the 69th Battalion of the Senegalese Infantry 
managed to reach Hurtebise farm on the top of the 
Chemin des Dames ridge before it was finally 
annihilated, almost to a man. Today, their efforts are 
memorialized outside the Dragon Cavern museum, in 
the guise of several stoic statues that gaze down on 
the former battlefield. 
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By 9th May, the French had finally managed to reach 
the crest of the ridge in masse, capturing the Plateau 
de Californie and the Laffaux Mill, but at a cost of 
more than 187,000 casualties to the German’s 
168,000. 

It was an intolerable defeat for an army that had 
registered few victories during the war, Nivelle lost 
his command on 15th May and the French were left 
in a state of abject despair. 

Once the 21st Division had made their stand, the 

insurrection spread like wildfire through the lines. 
Mutinous acts were recorded in 68 divisions, 136 
regiments and 23 battalions. 

Soldiers began to desert at a frightening rate and 
many of those that stayed refused to go back up the 
lines. They demonstrated openly and sang 
revolutionary songs, including the Internationale. 
Despite the failures of Nivelle, on the whole the 
French did adhere to his famous utterance at Verdun, 
‘Ils ne passeront pas’ (they shall not pass). Any more 
pointless attacks were out of the question, but the 
lines were still defended. The enmity felt towards the 
High Command was indeed strong, but it was nothing 
compared to that directed at the hated invaders. 
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In the end, it was General Petain who finally ended 
the insurrection and brought order to the lines. 

He took command and immediately improved living 
conditions, the allocation of leave and further 
rotation of troops in and out of the line. 

He also instigated a policy of focusing attacks on 
achievable objectives and ensured that artillery, 
aircraft and tanks properly supported the infantry’s 
assaults. 

The Germans never grasped what was occurring only 
a few meters from their positions. 

If they had, then the outcome of the war might have 
been very different. 

Quite why the Germans didn’t pick up on the mutiny 
is difficult to assess, but partially it must be 
attributed to their attentions being focused on the 
Ypres salient and the British attack at Passchendaele. 
Even so, the discontent in the French ranks was no 
minor event. 

Between April 1917 and January 1918 as many as 
40,000 men were involved in the uprising. As a result, 
554 men were condemned to death by the 
Command, although ultimately only 26 were actually 
executed.” 
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